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Thesis Summary
This thesis project explores two alternative economic systems to the status quo, with the
goal of mitigating the negative effects of the climate crisis. The two systems in question are
Green Growth – a policy change from our current system – and Degrowth – a systemic/cultural
change. My main finding is that wealthy countries like the United States have grown past a
sustainable level of output and must adopt a Degrowth strategy to find a sustainable balance
between production and environmental limitations, while developing countries must adopt Green
Growth to reach sustainable equilibrium balance.
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Abstract
The paradigm dominating how American policymakers currently approach the climate
crisis issue is green growth, positing that the global economy can maintain desirable levels of
persistent economic growth while also effectively reducing carbon emissions and slowing the
process of global warming, all by means of market-spurred technological innovation and green
production processes. Some environmental thinkers dispute the sustainability potential of green
growth, urging green growth economists and policymakers to think beyond the ostensibly
“limiting” economic growth paradigm. Among this dissent, a new paradigm has emerged, one
decentering goals of economic growth and instead advocating for a reduction in economic
throughput, consumption, and – by extension – a reduction in energy and resource usage. This
movement, called “degrowth”, seeks a balance between environmental health and human
wellbeing.
After careful review of the research and literature supporting both methods of economic
strategy, I find that the growth imperative has limited potential for sustainable environmental
transformations. In the short amount of time our economies have left to transition to renewable
energy sources and effectively avert an irreversible 1.5 degrees of global warming, the degrowth
perspective is more promising. There has been no significant historical evidence that green
growth can effectively decouple economic growth from greenhouse gas emissions, and because
of this, a more radical solution is needed. The degrowth strategy propounds a period of economic
degrowth, observing lower output and consumption rates, with the goal of reaching an
environmentally sustainable steady state that compounds lower throughput with much more
availability for leisure and work-sharing.
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The necessary approach to a post-degrowth sustainable steady state must account for the
vast differences in economic development levels across the globe. I advocate for green growth in
developing countries who have yet to grow into an ecologically sustainable steady state and
degrowth for wealthy countries who have surpassed the sustainable economic state, with the goal
of moving the global economy towards a sustainable steady state in the long run.
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Introduction
One of the fundamental assumptions in modern economic theory is that economic growth
in a free-market economy generally benefits most participants in the nation, albeit unevenly.
However, in the context of persistent and astronomical wealth inequality as well as the looming
global climate crisis, does the economy need to keep growing at progressively higher rates? Are
there better objectives around which to orient our economic policies that will better ensure
sustainable development by prioritizing well-being over the growth of the economy? Will new
environmentally focused economic policies under capitalism be sufficient to solve this problem
of sustainability, or is a more radical reorganization of the economy required?
These are fundamental questions facing environmental activists and policy makers today.
At the forefront of the discussion is the global climate crisis. For the purposes of this thesis, I
will define the term “climate crisis” as the dramatic and lasting increase in global temperatures
associated with anthropogenic activity, resulting in irreversible effects on the global climate and,
as a result, countless other parts of terrestrial life: an acute loss of biodiversity, melting polar ice
caps, rising sea levels, an increased severity of natural disasters and storms, poverty and
displacement, and increased drought. I emphasize “crisis” to highlight the urgency of the
situation because the terms “global warming” and “climate change” do not evoke this same level
of severity.
As a response, academics and activists alike have been proposing various solutions to this
problem, including the idea of green growth (a.k.a. green capitalism), which is the goal of
sustained economic growth under a capitalist system accompanied by a reduction in society’s
flows of energy and resources in and out of the economy. Other economists have become
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increasingly critical of gross domestic product (GDP) as a measure of progress, and
growth-based development in general. They call for a radical reassessment of this basic
orthodoxy. In the early 2000’s, French activists in Lyon coined the term Décroissance (in
English: degrowth). This new school of thought seeks to reorganize the economy to reduce
economic throughput and resource consumption while improving quality of life (Kallis et al.
2018). Degrowth economists reject the ideology of growth-based economics. They call for an
end to the unsustainable culture of consumerism and a complete restructuring of the economy.
This thesis explores the economic policy implications of climate change. After
illuminating the ecological urgency for a change in our current economic system in the section
“Imperative for Change,” I then lay out two alternative plans of economic policy action: “Green
Growth” and “Degrowth”. In each section, I explore specific policy focus areas and paint a
picture of what our economy would look like following each strategy. I then compare the two
possibilities to determine which one is a more effective strategy for combating the environmental
crisis. Ultimately, I find that previous green growth initiatives in developed countries have not
been nearly sufficient to reduce carbon emissions to the level prescribed by climate experts. In
order to effectively combat climate change, a strategic combination of the two economic
strategies must be constructed.
I argue that the most effective way forward is for the global economy to reach a
sustainable, steady-state equilibrium that will be accomplished through degrowth economies in
developed, wealthy countries (particularly North American and Western European countries that
have exceeded sustainable levels of growth) and green growth economies for developing
countries, who must experience additional growth in order to reach socio-ecological equilibrium.
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Imperative for Change: the Ecological Crisis
There is widespread debate over the urgency of the climate crisis. Environmentally
conscious politicians and climate movement activists have begun pushing for net zero carbon
emission plans, with the goal of becoming carbon neutral and stabilizing global temperatures. On
the right side of the political spectrum, many pundits still call into question the validity of global
warming claims. Climate-denying publications have been steadily on the rise, with a dramatic
increase occurring in the early 2000s, when scientific literature supporting the validity of the
crisis began appearing with higher frequency (Dunlap & Jacques, 2013). Due to this widespread
skepticism, I devote a section of this thesis to presenting peer-reviewed evidence in support of
the reality of the climate crisis before addressing the economic policy options for green growth.
In this section, I have included my original contribution to quantitative environmental economic
research: a correlation analysis of economic growth and carbon emissions (Figures 8, 9, 10).
It is crucial that we first demonstrate urgency that necessitates policy (or structural)
changes before delving into what this change might look like. Any policy response to the climate
crisis will largely depend on understanding the extent of the problem facing the world in the 21st
century.

The Environmental Cost of Industrialization
There is scientific evidence to support the argument that global warming has devolved
into a crisis (“The Climate Crisis,” United Nations, n.d.). One of the primary symptoms of this
crisis is a dramatic increase in global temperatures, also called “global warming” or, more
casually, “climate change.” According to the global temperature dataset put together by
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academics at the University of East Anglia in Norwich, United Kingdom, the average world
temperature anomalies have risen steadily and dramatically since 1850.

Figure 1: Average World Temperature Anomalies Since 1850 (University of East Anglia, 2022)
The figure above demonstrates that the difference from the Average Global Temperature (13.7
degrees Celsius) has shifted in the past 170 years from between 0 and 1 degrees Celsius lower
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than the century average to between 0 and 1 degrees Celsius higher than the century average. To
stress this point, I’ve plotted the average global temperature anomalies from more recent years to
showcase their upward trend from 1990 to 2018.

Figure 2: Growth Trend in Average World Temperature Anomalies from 1990 through 2018
(University of East Anglia, 2022)
Amanda Macmillan and Jeff Turrentine with the Natural Resources Defense Council, an
environmental advocacy non-profit, wrote in an April 2021 article “Global Warming 101” that
scientists largely attribute the rise in global temperatures to the excessive emission of greenhouse
gas:
Global warming occurs when carbon dioxide (CO2) and other air pollutants collect in the
atmosphere and absorb sunlight and solar radiation that have bounced off the earth’s
surface. Normally this radiation would escape into space, but these pollutants, which can
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last for years to centuries in the atmosphere, trap the heat and cause the planet to get
hotter (Macmillan & Turrentine, 2021).
The destructive effects of global warming far surpass a minor heat wave. Research has identified
global warming as “one of the biggest global threats to human health of the 21st century”
(Forzieri et al., 2017). The consequences of human indifference and inaction are extremely
serious. The continued increase in global greenhouse gas emissions will eventually spark heat
waves all over the world, predicted to affect 74% of the Earth’s population by the turn of the 22nd
century. Even with extreme preventative measures and reductions of greenhouse gas emissions,
nearly half of the Earth’s population will still be a victim of deadly heat by 2100. Climate change
has the potential to start a domino effect, causing not only heat waves but also weather disasters,
flooding on the coasts, and even food production shortages from a reduction in the availability of
plant proteins – drastically affecting health and nutrition, particularly in developing countries
(Forzieri et al., 2017).
The review of evidence on climate change begs the question: if carbon emissions are
directly related to the rise in global temperatures, what exactly has been causing so much carbon
air pollution in the past century and a half? This question is essential to humanity’s wellbeing,
both in the short term and the long term.
Many academics point to the Industrial Revolution as a preliminary turning point in the
environmental crisis. Early industrialization efforts in Europe relied heavily on the use of coal. In
the 10 years between 1852 and 1862, British coal consumption averaged approximately 65
million tons annually. This figure rose to an annual average of 181 million in the nine years
between 1903 and 1912: “Most of this coal (60 – 65%) was burned by industry, and coal
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remained the dominant power source, by far, throughout this period” (Hanlon 2019). The drastic
decline in air quality due to coal-burning pollution did not go unnoticed. On February 7th, 1882,
The Times observed:
There was nothing more irritating than the unburnt carbon floating in the air; it fell on the
air tubes of the human system, and formed a dark expectoration which was so injurious to
the constitution; it gathered on the lungs and there accumulated (Hanlon, 2019).
The Times author describes the injurious effects of carbon air pollution on public health and
quality of life in London. However, the implications for this surplus of unburnt carbon in the air
extend beyond 19th century England. As other countries across the world began the same
process of industrialization, which was initially a coal-intensive process, global temperatures
began to rise at a faster rate than before the Industrial Revolution.
A recent study conducted by Dr. Rasmi Patnaik from Pondicherry University sought to
determine the true impacts of industrialization via a close analysis of the industrial
transformation of Puducherry, a region of Southern India. She found that quick and unplanned
industrialization had numerous environmental impacts on the region including (but not limited
to) degradation of natural resources, a drop in the water level, a decrease in air and water quality,
a substantial increase in the pollution load, and enormous pressure on soil, air, and water
environment. On the socio-economic side of things, the region experienced a loss of aesthetic
and “recreational values,” higher risk to human health, and increase in water and energy
consumption (Patnaik, 2018). Of course, these effects were observed on a relatively local scale.
Yet many of these same conclusions have been made about industrialization on a global scale, as
well:
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Studies have also shown that the resulting increase in global temperatures is attributable
to human activities, which have changed the chemical composition of the atmosphere
through the buildup of greenhouse gasses and have caused most of the warming over the
last 50 years. Fossil fuel burning is the dominant driving force of the enhanced
greenhouse effect, which causes the rise in temperature. This has been on the increase as
more energy is being required by the growing population of the earth (Mgbemene et al.,
2016)
Even after industrial processes shifted away from coal and towards cleaner methods of
production, industrial activity continued to affect carbon emissions and, by extension, global
warming and pollution. According to the United States’ Environmental Protection Agency, the
economic sector “Industry'' contributed to as much as 24% of the United States’ total greenhouse
gas emissions in 2020. This is not trivial, given that the sectors of “Transportation” (27% of
total), “Electricity” (25%), and the aforementioned “Industry” (24%) constitute more than three
quarters of the total greenhouse gas emissions that year (EPA, “Sources of Greenhouse-”).
Any effective global solution to reducing greenhouse gasses and therefore slowing down
the process of climate change will require special attention to these three economic sectors. This
thesis will focus primarily on the effects of industry and economic growth. The following
sections examine two potential alternatives to the economic growth status quo that has persisted
since the Industrial Revolution: green growth and degrowth.

Tomlinson 15

Alternative 1: Green Growth (Policy Change)
The first alternative plan of action is a concept called “green growth.” In short, this
sustainability strategy seeks to promote economic growth without compromising environmental
health. In fact, the goal of many green-growth advocates is to posit increased economic growth
alongside a consistent decrease in greenhouse gas emissions, as well as other toxic detriments to
the earth’s climate.
One of the primary benefits of this policy alternative is that it is already a fairly
mainstream (and therefore reasonably well-understood) approach, at least among many
progressives. A prime example of green growth is the Green New Deal. The most recent
configuration of a Green New Deal was introduced in 2019 by New York Congresswoman
Alexandria Ocasio Cortez and Massachusetts Senator Edward J. Markey, both Democrats.
However, progressives have been discussing some form of Green New Deal for years. European
‘green’ environmental activists have been pushing for a Green New Deal since as early as 2006
(Green Party US, “Green New Deal”).
Ocasio Cortez and Markey’s Green New Deal “... calls on the federal government to
wean the United States from fossil fuels and curb planet-warming greenhouse gas emissions
across the economy” (Friedman, 2019). The proposal also seeks to promote job growth and
high-wage employment in the clean energy industry. Ocasio Cortez and Markey’s resolution
argues that the federal government has a “duty” (Ocasio-Cortez, 2019) to create a Green New
Deal for the United States due to the country’s history of being responsible for “a
disproportionate amount of greenhouse gas emissions, having emitted 20 percent of global
greenhouse gas emissions” as well as the country’s advanced technical capacity. The proposal
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then states that the method by which the United States can (and must) lead the way to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions is “economic transformation.” This claim is significant because it
implies a collective, state-level plan of action involving policy and/or structural changes to the
status quo economic system (beyond, for example, urging individuals to recycle). While
recycling is a fantastic means to engage the public broadly, the real changes will be made on
collective levels with government policy changes and corporate accountability.
What does green growth under a Green New Deal actually look like? While the authors
of the proposal are clear about the need for change to the current economic system, they remain
vague about what specific economic changes might look like. Nevertheless, they do suggest a
few changes in the proposal. For example, one of the proposal’s main provisions pushes for
net-zero global carbon emissions by 2050 – in other words, the world would need to find ways to
absorb just as much carbon as we release into the atmosphere every year. The authors also call
for “eliminating pollution and greenhouse gas emissions as much as technologically feasible.”
Many of the policy suggestions seemed extremely vague: “to invest in the infrastructure and
industry of the United States to sustainably meet the challenges of the 21st century”
(Ocasio-Cortez, 2019). Accordingly, while the Green New Deal does shine some light on the
imperative for change in our economic system, it is insufficient for charting a way forward due to
its ambiguity. The rest of this section examines what green growth might actually look like in the
United States and abroad, using the Green New Deal text as a springboard.
To begin exploring the economic strategy of green growth, I will be adopting Victor’s
framework of color-coded categories of growth which operates within a coordinate graph made
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up of two axes: scale (GDP1) and intensity (environmental impact per unit GDP). Figure 2 below
offers a visual representation of this graph:

Figure 3: Scale, intensity, and the color of economic growth (Victor 2010).
Victor explains that the desired “green growth” exists when economic growth and reduced
environmental impact occur simultaneously.
The idea of green growth is to have economic growth and reduced environmental impact
simultaneously. In terms of scale and intensity, green growth requires the rate of
reduction of impact per unit GDP to exceed the rate of increase in GDP so that
environmental impact, which is determined by the multiplication of the two variables,
declines over time (Victor, 2010).
The less desirable types of growth, at least for the purposes of environmental health, are named
“Brown growth” and “Black growth.” The former occurs when the economic growth rate of

1

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is the measure of an economy’s annual level of production, or the total amount of
goods and services produced in an economy within a given period of time. It is used to calculate economic growth:
the percent change in GDP.
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GDP exceeds the rate of reduction in environmental intensity, whereas the latter occurs when
both intensity and scale increase together (Victor 2010).
With the framework of color-coded categories of growth in mind, I now investigate the
potential of the Green New Deal’s plans of action to foster green growth. For the purposes of this
thesis, I will focus on policy suggestions having to do with economic systems, such as
Manufacturing and Agriculture, the Public Sector, Labor Laws, Trade Laws, and Market
Conditions, and pay less attention to other other sectors such as Civil Engineering, Natural
Resource Conservation, Public Health, Indigenous Relations. My review of green growth relies
heavily on analysis of the Green New Deal proposal, which is not based on academic economics
literature (like my review of degrowth in a later section).

A. Manufacturing and Agriculture
Ocasio Cortez and Markey’s proposal contains multiple clauses concerning the industries of
manufacturing and agriculture. The authors urge the Federal Government to launch into:
“spurring massive growth in clean manufacturing in the United States and removing
pollution and greenhouse gas emissions from manufacturing and industry as much as
is technologically feasible, including by expanding renewable energy manufacturing
and investing in existing manufacturing and industry” (Ocasio-Cortez, 2019).
What is “clean manufacturing”? According to academics in the Department of Economics at
the British University in Egypt, “Clean manufacturing industries are defined as industries
that have low actual emissions per unit of output. This is usually attained as a result of using
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technologies that reduce waste(s) and minimize the use of non-renewable sources of
energy” (Al-Ayouty et al., 2017). Of course, Ocasio-Cortez and Markey do admit that they
operate within the constraint of technological feasibility, so the extent to which the United
States’ manufacturing processes become “clean” depends largely on technology. So-called
“clean” manufacturing technology takes many forms. According to Forbes, many firms
have been utilizing robotics and the relatively new process of 3D-printing to create products
made of composite materials that have two or more elemental components (for example,
blends of natural fibers, resins, polymers, and ceramics as opposed to metal-based products
that require extensive mining). “Smart Manufacturing” has also grown in popularity. This
process involves using wireless semiconductors with internet access that are able to report
maintenance issues directly to equipment data analysts, giving firms more insight on
consumer demand and allowing them to hone their products according to these insights. The
end result is a highly optimized production process that reduces energy usage to a minimum,
as well as limits excess product production and warehouse costs (Mitsubishi Heavy
Industries 2020).
Agriculture and food production processes must also be addressed and made
“cleaner,” or less environmentally damaging. Clean agriculture is obviously an essential part
of combating climate change, but combating climate change is also an essential part of
maintaining a healthy agricultural system. As mentioned in Section 1, the rising
environmental pressure on ecosystems and negative externalities of pollution (temperature
changes, soil erosion) have disastrous impacts on farming production: “We are losing 12
million hectares of agricultural land and approximately ⅓ (or 1.3 billion tons) of the
globally produced food annually” (Bayer, 2022). Recognizing the importance of clean
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farming practices, the authors of the Green New Deal urged the federal government to
begin:
“working collaboratively with farmers and ranchers in the United States to remove
pollution and greenhouse gas emissions from the agricultural sector as much as is
technologically feasible, including—
(i) by supporting family farming;
(ii) by investing in sustainable farming and land use practices that increase
soil health; and
(iii) by building a more sustainable food system that ensures universal access
to healthy food” (Ocasio-Cortez, 2019)
New and innovative business models in the agricultural industry – such as smart farming,
and vertical farming – are making huge advances towards the Green New Deal’s
“sustainable food system”.
Smart farming involves the use of technologies such as drones, artificial intelligence,
the internet, and robotics to optimize food production. Soil, water, light, humidity, and
temperature management sensors provide highly specific data to farmers who seek to
maximize quality and quantity of food produced. Specialized software and cellular
connection allow machines used for the agricultural process to operate more seamlessly.
GPS and satellite location devices as well as robotic tools (autonomous tractors and
processing facilities) minimize the human labor cost of agriculture. All of these innovative
technologies paired with advanced data analytics allow farmers to monitor agricultural

Tomlinson 21

conditions from their computers, drastically reducing farmers’ time and energy previously
spent on monitoring field conditions by foot or tractor (SciForce, 2022).

Figure 4: Smart Farming Diagram (SciForce, 2022)
In response to the matter of farming space lost to climate change, farmers have also
begun using a new type of production process called “vertical farming,” an “agricultural
process in which crops are grown on top of each other, rather than in traditional, horizontal
rows” (Bowery Farming, 2022). Pictured below in Figure 5, vertical farming is not only
space-efficient – allowing for a higher crop yield per square foot of agricultural land used –
but it also takes away farmers’ reliance on soil to produce crops. Vertical farming plants
typically operate indoors and do not use soil or sunlight, meaning they are not constrained to
any one geographical land type to operate. Instead, crops grow “hydroponically,
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aeroponically, or even aquaponically.” (Bowery Farming, 2022) For example, hydroponic
crops are suspended in filtered, purified water that is rich with plant-specific nutrients like
nitrogen, calcium, and phosphorus. Energy-efficient LED lights serve as a replacement for
an oftentimes unpredictable sun. This method also allows vertical farmers to adjust light
levels to cater to the exact needs of each plant.

Figure 5: Vertical Farming (Harris, 2019)
In Victor’s Framework of Colored Growth, these new processes would fall under the
green growth category. This is because farmers and manufacturers are finding solutions that
both reduce carbon emissions with cleaner technologies and continue to grow output. For
instance, without light, soil, and space constraints, output from vertical farming has the
capacity to be exponentially larger than traditional horizontal farming setups. Smart
manufacturing technologies that inform producers about consumer preferences allow them
to optimize production and maximize profits.
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B. Strengthening the Public Sector
The authors of the Green New Deal stress that in order to achieve many of their
listed goals, the United States would need to address the unfair market advantage wealthier
citizens and monopolists have over others in the economy by strengthening the public
sector. This process would effectively even the playing field and guarantee that the average
American be able to share in the many benefits of clean energy and production processes:
“providing and leveraging, in a way that ensures that the public receives
appropriate ownership stakes and returns on investment, adequate capital
(including through community grants, public banks, and other public financing),
technical expertise, supporting policies, and other forms of assistance to
communities, organizations, Federal, State, and local government agencies, and
businesses working on the Green New Deal mobilization” (Ocasio-Cortez, 2019)
This clause is significant because it emphasizes the public sector and public
wellbeing, as opposed to private businesses and what corporations may gain from
sustainability initiatives (greener production processes they can advertise, for example). If
policy makers’ excessive attention to the interests of a few large corporations is one of the
main causes of our environmental crisis, then it only makes sense that the solution to this
problem has a more public, community-based focus. Emphasis on the importance of
preserving the public goods that are natural resources comes up later in the proposal, also,
with the clause:
“ensuring that public lands, waters, and oceans are protected and that eminent
domain is not abused” (Ocasio-Cortez, 2019).
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The authors also suggest:
“directing investments to spur economic development, deepen and diversify
industry and business in local and regional economies, and build wealth and
community ownership, while prioritizing high-quality job creation and economic,
social, and environmental benefits in frontline and vulnerable communities, and
deindustrialized communities, that may otherwise struggle with the transition
away from greenhouse gas intensive industries” (Ocasio-Cortez, 2019).
As implied in the above clause, the building of wealth and community ownership is
an essential part of combating climate change. This is because these ownership changes
transform economic incentives. In a perfectly free market with more emphasis on private
ownership, private firms are mostly incentivized to disregard the larger-scale negative
impacts of production (like pollution or high carbon emissions), complicating the process of
attaining sustainable development. However, with an economic framework that instead
emphasizes community ownership, decisions can be made according to different economic
incentives. Communities are incentivized to make production decisions that maximize total
community surplus, which includes sustainable and “clean” production processes as well as
an equitable distribution of resources.

Tomlinson 25

C. Labor Laws
As is to be expected from a proposal drafted by progressive democrats,
Ocasio-Cortez and Markey’s Green New Deal pays particular attention to labor issues. The
representatives call for:
“ensuring that the Green New Deal mobilization creates high-quality union jobs
that pay prevailing wages, hires local workers, offers training and advancement
opportunities, and guarantees wage and benefit parity for workers affected by the
transition” (Ocasio-Cortez, 2019)
In order to get people on board with sustainable development policies, politicians
need voter support. Many active voters are laborers in the economy, and their interests
cannot be disregarded. As a notable and consistent advocate for workers’ rights, it is no
surprise Ocasio-Cortez includes this in her Green New Deal. But why are workers’ rights
important to combating climate change?
The answer is simple. To effectuate an industry shift away from greenhouse gas
industries and towards cleaner production industries, firms must address the ‘cleanliness’ of
both labor and capital. Firms must not only adopt innovative sustainable technologies for
production (capital), but also make clean industry careers more appealing to workers
(labor). The prime way to do this is, of course, to offer high wages and support for workers
at clean industry firms. The authors echo this point in further clauses:
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“guaranteeing a job with a family-sustaining wage, adequate family and medical
leave, paid vacations, and retirement security to all people of the United States”
(Ocasio-Cortez, 2019);
“strengthening and protecting the right of all workers to organize, unionize, and
collectively

bargain

free

of

coercion,

intimidation,

and

harassment”

(Ocasio-Cortez, 2019);
“strengthening

and

enforcing

labor,

workplace

health

and

safety,

antidiscrimination, and wage and hour standards across all employers, industries,
and sectors” (Ocasio-Cortez, 2019).
These proposals are all in line with the most recent climate research. Researchers at the
Medical College of Wisconsin found in an occupational health risk study that “as more
workers shift from fossil fuel-related jobs to those in renewable energy, their health should
improve” (Korosec, 2009). Worker wellbeing is integral to maintaining high levels of
output, especially in younger economic industries like the clean energy industry (as opposed
to the fossil fuel industries), because economists have found that happy workers are more
productive. The research on this connection was led by Professor Andrew Oswald, Dr.
Eugenio Proto and Dr Daniel Sgroi from the University of Warwick Department of
Economics. The economists obtained causal evidence connecting worker happiness with
productivity rates using randomized trials and piece-rate working analyzing over 700
research participants. Professor Oswald stated that “Companies like Google have invested
more in employee support and employee satisfaction has risen as a result. For Google, it
rose by 37%, [...] Under scientifically controlled conditions, making workers happier really
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pays off” (Oswald, 2015). The researchers hypothesize that the driving force behind this
correlation is the increased time effectiveness used by happy workers.

D. Trade Laws
International cooperation will be crucial for reducing global greenhouse gas
emissions. This is because an individual country taking measures to reduce its own
emissions will not suffice to effectively mitigate climate change. Data from the World Bank
illustrates that carbon emissions are largely shared among a handful of countries, including
the United States, Canada, Russia, Australia, Kazakhstan, and Saudi Arabia.

Figure 6: CO2 Emissions in 2018 (metric tons per capita) (World Bank)
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Consequently, multiple clauses in the Green New Deal address the issue of international
relations and trade. The authors argue for the necessity of the following provision, regarding
funding, innovation, and technology:
“promoting the international exchange of technology, expertise, products, funding,
and services, with the aim of making the United States the international leader on
climate action, and to help other countries achieve a Green New Deal;”
(Ocasio-Cortez, 2019)
Many economists believe that competition in the market can produce more efficient
outcomes. In this case, competition also has the potential to be a positive factor, spurring
countries to be the first to innovate new sustainable technologies. For example, the above
clause even specifies that the goal of the Green New Deal is to have the United States be an
“international leader on climate action.” However, it is important that information about
new green technologies is shared internationally so that all countries can benefit and achieve
Green New Deals of their own, hence the stipulation of “international exchange”.
Concerning trade, the Green New Deal makes specifications to enforce
anti-pollution laws and promote sustainable development domestically and internationally,
by:
“enacting and enforcing trade rules, procurement standards, and border
adjustments with strong labor and environmental protections—
(i) to stop the transfer of jobs and pollution overseas; and
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(ii)

to

grow

domestic

manufacturing in

the

United

States”

(Ocasio-Cortez, 2019).
One polluting process mentioned above, “the transfer of jobs and pollution overseas,” has
been a part of the environmental agenda for years. Researchers have found that between 17
and 36 percent of major air pollutant emissions in China are released during production
processes intended for export. An estimated 21% of these export pollutant emissions come
from the production of goods intended for sale and consumption in the United States (Zhou,
2021). All this process does is essentially redistribute environmental footprints across trade
partners. According to authors Xiaoyang Li and Yue M. Zhou, this tends to happen in two
ways. Firms that wish to continue reaping the benefits of so-called “dirty” methods of
production can either import “dirty” products from poorer, less-developed countries, or
offshore production and jobs in the “dirty” sector of the supply value chain to the poorer,
less-developed countries (oftentimes with looser environmental laws and restrictions). (Li &
Zhou, 2017)
Consequently, any effective and environmentally-conscious international trade
regulations will need to go beyond simply redistributing environmental footprints among
trade partners. Trade can have an integral role in the endeavor of mitigating the disastrous
effects of climate change, if done correctly. For example, one of the benefits of trade in the
context of the environmental crisis is adaptation to new environmental circumstances. As
humans adapt to hotter average global temperatures, international trade in temperature
regulatory technologies can help bolster survival rates and potentially lower heat-related
casualties (World Bank Group, 2022). This is, of course, a more reactive strategy to climate
change as opposed to preventative strategies, which exist as well. Economist Adam Wolff
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argues in favor of the importance of trade policy in optimizing resource efficiency and
gearing investment initiatives towards clean infrastructure and “climate-friendly innovation”
(Geneva Environment Network, 2022). By incorporating environmental clauses into all
trade deals (to observe and regulate the environmental footprints of proposed trade deals),
policy-makers can help lower emissions on a global scale (and not just a domestic one).
The most effective means of enforcing these environmental clauses in trade deals are
likely going to be global in scale. Global regulatory bodies are able to enforce
accountability for individual countries and require international cooperation and discussion
as well. For instance, the World Trade Organization (WTO) is a multilateral international
trading system that functions as a sort of global body of authority on issues of trade. The
WTO comprises a Trade and Environment Committee (CTE) that operates as a standing
forum to foster dialogue and discussion between nations on environmental consequences
from trade. Other regulatory bodies that transcend the scale of individual countries and have
the potential to oversee collaborative global sustainable development initiatives include: the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES), the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP), the Forum on Trade, Environment, & the SDGs (TESS),
the International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD), and the International Trade
Center (ITC) (Geneva Environment Network, 2022).
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E. Market Conditions
The last policy focus area from the Green New Deal that I will be discussing in this
section is the area of market conditions. According to economist Adam Smith, efficient
outcomes are reached in free markets when the so-called ‘invisible hand’ of the economy
guides consumers to their most utility-maximizing choice bundles, in the absence of market
power concentrations and distortions. This last clause is highly significant and cannot be
neglected when considering market conditions for green growth in our economy. Most
Smith economists subscribe to the theory that monopolies distort incentives and render
economies inefficient. This is likely why the authors of the Green New Deal include the
following provision:
“ensuring a commercial environment where every businessperson is free from
unfair competition and domination by domestic or international monopolies;”
(Ocasio-Cortez, 2019)
If we take Adam Smith’s invisible hand theory to be true, then it is only in these conditions that a
wealth and surplus-maximizing outcome can be reached.
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How Important Is Growth?
In the previous section, I introduced some sustainable development strategies proposed
by green growth economists and politicians, who seek to mitigate the climate crisis without
compromising economic growth rates. The above plan of action implies a necessity for sustained
economic growth to support overall national wellbeing. Most green growth economists have
sustained production growth as an end goal, and seek to accomplish it while also attempting to
lower greenhouse gas emission rates. However, some economists call into question the
orthodoxy of “Growth = Good,” arguing that a high quality of life can be maintained without
having to rely on high economic growth rates.

The Critique of GDP
The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as an indicator of economic activity has existed for
less than 100 years. Remember that GDP is a measure of overall production: the total market
value of all final goods and services produced in the borders of a country during a given period.
It was first introduced in 1934 by economist Simon Kuznets for a report to the US Congress and
did not become the worldwide standard for measuring the health of an economy until the Bretton
Woods conference in 1944 (Dickinson, 2011).
Larry Elliott, the leading economics editor for The Guardian, wrote in an article titled
“We’re Being Hurt by the Fixation on Economic Growth at All Costs'' that the fixation on
measuring success solely by the gross domestic product has become somewhat of a fetish:

Tomlinson 33

When growth accelerates, it is a time for national celebration. When growth remains
unchanged it is a cause for concern. When growth falls it is a time for the newsreaders to
put on a long face (Elliott, 2017).
He later states that Simon Kuznets, the economist credited with developing the index of GDP,
“had a point” when he postulated that any economic activity that is harmful to human life and
wellbeing (such as military spending, commercial advertising) should be excluded from the
calculation of the GDP (Elliott, 2017).
GDP has also been highly criticized by feminist advocates and economists, due to the fact
that it completely ignores the economic value of housework (which has historically been
imposed upon women). In her foundational feminist text Wages Against Housework, Silvia
Federici denounces the misogyny-based difference in how male labor is valued (through the
workers’ wage) as opposed to female household labor, which is essentially uncompensated:
We must admit that capital has been very successful in hiding our work. It has created a
true masterpiece at the expense of women. By denying housework a wage and
transforming it into an act of love, capital has killed many birds with one stone. First of
all, it has got a hell of a lot of work almost for free, and it has made sure that women, far
from struggling against it, would seek that work as the best thing in life (the magic
words: 'Yes, darling, you are a real woman') (Federici, 1975).
Rather than pay women wages for the labor provided in the household, the patriarchal society
attributes housework as a natural facet of womanhood and female nature: “an internal need, an
aspiration, supposedly coming from the depth of our female character” (Federici, 1975). Federici
argues that this attribution was intentional, because women’s work was designed to be unwaged
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from the start. In Federici’s time, the economic ‘workforce’ was largely made up of men, while
women stayed home to tend to the children and household chores. While this gender divide has
been somewhat abated since then, with more women entering into the workforce and the
progressive normalization of men undertaking household labor, the text still points to a
fundamental flaw in how our economy values work. Without workers, male or female, who
invest their labor into jobs like childcare, cooking, laundry, and other tasks which fall under the
umbrella of “housework,” our society would collapse. The labor required to maintain a
household is just as important as the labor required to produce market goods and services which
are able to be commodified and sold to consumers. GDP is therefore, at best, an incomplete
measure of economic growth and not capable of reflecting a country’s true economic activity
level.
As such, it is important to reframe our vision of what it means for an economy and/or a
nation to be successful, shifting away from GDP growth and towards more meaningful indices
and factors.

Reimagining National Wellbeing
Vollrath explains in Fully Grown: Why a Stagnant Economy is a Sign of Success how he
reached the relatively unconventional conclusion that the United States’ recent economic
slowdown is, in fact, a positive result of economic development and not a policy failure, the way
some politicians have interpreted it. He shows that the recent slowdown in economic growth has
more to do with a shift in consumer choices/preferences and less to do with flaws in our
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production processes. He explains that, in the past 50 or so years, production-intensive industries
– such as manufacturing – have taken up progressively less of the share of GDP:
The most pronounced feature of the figure is the steady decline of manufacturing’s share
of GDP from around 23% in 1970 to about 12.5% in 2015. Along the way, the decline
was at times more rapid, and at times it slowed or reversed, but the dominant trend was
downward (Vollrath 2020).
This decline is contrasted with an increase in the share of GDP coming from service industries
such as Health and Social Work, the GDP share of which doubled from 4% to 8%, professional
services, also doubling from 5% to 10%, and information and communication which grew from
4% to 6% between 1970 and 2015.
The figure below lays out Vollrath’s conclusions on the various causes of recent
economic stagnation, dividing them into meliorative “Successes” and pejorative “Possible
Failures.” As we are able to see, the bulk of the slowdown in economic growth is largely
attributed to the meliorative “successful” developments, which include effects of smaller family
sizes and aging as well as the economic shift away from goods and towards services.
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Figure 7: Accounting for the Growth Slowdown (Vollrath 2020)
It is interesting to note Vollrath’s observations on the effects of inequality on macroeconomic
growth. He concludes that the increase in inequality in the past few decades has had a negligible
effect on the slowdown in economic growth. In Vollrath’s view, economic inequality is not an
underlying cause of the growth slowdown, rather it is the effect of firms’ increased market
power.
Vollrath’s analysis calls for a reimagined outlook on GDP growth and a nation’s
economic health. In simple terms, a fall in the total amount of goods and services produced in
one nation’s economy is not necessarily cause for alarm, because the metric of GDP is an
inaccurate portrayal of the overall wellbeing of the participants in that economy. As such, the
environmentally-strategic approach would naturally be to deprioritize GDP growth when
thinking about economic policy decisions, especially since GDP increases and CO2 emission
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increases are generally observed to be coincident variables (albeit with a couple outliers), with
CO2 emission growth rates being far more volatile:

Figure 8: Trends of GDP Growth Rate (%) and Carbon Dioxide Emissions Growth Rate (%)
from 1965 to 2018

Figure 9: Positive Correlation between CO2 Emission Growth rates and GDP Growth Rates
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To visualize this correlation, I compiled global GDP growth rate data as well as global CO2
emissions growth rates from the World Bank in order to examine the relationship between these
two variables. In the figure above, I have plotted CO2 Emissions Growth Rate (as a percentage)
on the X-axis against GDP Growth Rates (as a percentage) on the Y-axis. I found this method of
data visualization to be effective because by using growth rates rather than the conventional units
of U.S. dollars for GDP and kilotons for carbon emissions, I was able to plot them using the
same units: percentages.
The calculated correlation coefficient between CO2 emission growth rates and GDP
growth rates (including all data points shown) is 0.6, which represents a moderate positive
correlation. The trend implies a positive correlation between CO2 emission growth rates and
GDP growth rates, with only a couple deviations. The most major deviation from trend was the
dramatic drop of approximately 13 percent in carbon dioxide emissions in 1990.

Figure 10: The 1990 Anomaly – Dramatic (Temporary) Drop in CO2 emissions (WorldBank)
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U.S. political economists attribute this particularly drastic decline in carbon emissions to the
economic collapse of the Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries:
Those economies are heavily based on coal, which produces more carbon dioxide per
quantity of energy than other fuels do. In addition, these countries use more energy per
unit of production than Western economies do, so any economic decline means a sharp
drop in fuel use. (Wald, 1991)
Excluding the data from the year 1990, the correlation coefficient between the two variables is
0.77, which represents a strong positive correlation between high carbon emissions and high
rates of economic growth.
Hence, if the GDP is not the most accurate way to depict national wellbeing, and GDP
growth is highly correlated with carbon emission growth (particularly for developing
economies), then a second economic alternative must be studied: one that de-emphasizes GDP
and allows other factors (social, environmental, etc.) to take the spotlight.
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Alternative 2: Degrowth (Structural Change)
Beyond green growth, the second alternative sustainable development strategy is an
economic theory called “degrowth.” This strategy has been defined by ecological economists as:
“an equitable downscaling of throughput, with a concomitant securing of wellbeing” (Kallis et al
2018). Ecological economic theory has suggested a link between economic activity and natural
resource depletion in American academia as early as 1970, when an international team of
researchers came together at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) to study the global
implications of perpetual worldwide economic growth. The report generated from these studies,
titled The Limits to Growth (1972), postulates that “Man can create a society in which he can live
indefinitely on earth if he imposes limits on himself and his production of material goods to
achieve a state of global equilibrium with population and production in carefully selected
balance” (Meadows et al, 972). This message has been noted as an effective antecedent to the
degrowth movement.
Tim Jackson, British ecological economist at the University of Surrey in England and
leading advocate of the degrowth movement, refers to policy makers’ obsession with the growth
paradigm as an “ideological straitjacket” (Paoletta, 2022). Jackson does, however, find hope in
government responses to recent crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic or the 2008 financial
crisis, which he believes may hint at the possibility of a future where the wellbeing of citizens is
put above the maintenance of growth:
“It turned out the government had the ability to protect livelihoods, build hospitals,
intervene in supply chains, stimulate local community-based initiatives, and, indeed, find
the financial wherewithal to do that out of nowhere, overnight,” he said. “It was an
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example of the sovereign power of government that capitalism had tended to deny, of the
responsibility of government to intervene to protect the welfare of its citizens” (Paoletta,
2022).
Jackson calls for “a simple shift of focus” to perceive “wide new horizons of possibility”
(Jackson, 2018). He emphasizes that, in order to do this, it is important to evaluate which parts of
the economy contribute the most to human wellbeing and plan for a ‘new normal’ involving low
growth rates and a different kind of economy (Jackson, 2018).
The natural consequence of these findings is that any serious commitment to
environmental or climate policies will inevitably slow down the economy. Of course, it is
important to note that the goal of degrowth economists is not to reduce GDP. Rather, this is a
predicted outcome in the transition towards sustainable development and environmental health.
Most degrowth economists do not imagine that degrowth economies would last forever. Instead,
degrowth should be thought of as “the path of transition to a lower steady-state” (Kallis et al.,
2012). The lowered steady state is the true end goal; degrowth is merely the road to which this
end goal may be reached. In economics, the steady state is defined as: “an economy with
constant stocks of people and artifacts, maintained at some desired, sufficient levels by low rates
of maintenance throughput, that is, by the lowest feasible flows of matter and energy from the
first stage of production to the last stage of consumption” (Daly, 1991). In simpler terms, the
steady state economy looks to find a balance between growth of production and population
growth, with hopes of reducing incentives for overproduction beyond what is needed for all in
the economy to live healthy, happy, fulfilling lives. The steady state seeks an equilibrium
between production growth rates and population growth rates.
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There are multiple characteristics of a transitory degrowth economy that differ from the
conventional growth economy, including investment, the labor market, consumption, and
property.

A. Investment
According to economist Peter Victor in his research paper “Managing Without Growth”
(Victor & Rosenbluth, 2007), investment is one of the most important factors to consider when
attempting to transition to a sustainable economy. Victor’s case study of Canada shows that, via a
reduction in net business investment (gross business investment plus gross government
investment) as well as a shift in investment away from private goods and towards public ones,
the economy can slow itself down to a sustainable level of output. This shift would be
implemented via “changes in taxation and public spending” (Willow, 2020).
Keynesian and Neoclassical economists have differing opinions on the aggregate effects
of public spending increases in a growth economy: the former believing that increased
government spending stabilizes the economy by counteracting the downward spiral of the market
during periods of economic contraction, the latter arguing that government spending depresses
economic growth because these expenditures crowd out private investment and consumption,
discouraging businesses from investing in the same sectors as the government (FreeBalance,
2021). Since the degrowth shift already involves a necessary decrease in business investment, the
neoclassical perspective is not particularly relevant to analyzing the effects of public investment
in a degrowth economy. Instead, public investment in degrowth economies would be oriented
towards promoting public welfare benefits which, if done correctly, could make up for the loss in
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welfare associated with slowdowns in output (Kallis et al., 2012). The degrowth economy would
still need to rely on innovation, of course, but innovation initiatives would be targeted towards
more sustainable goals and industries, such as the renewable energy industry, clean technology,
adaptation technologies for hotter climates, and green businesses (Willow, 2020).
When it comes to investment in capital and technology, theories on no-growth or steady
state outcomes are already well recognized even outside of degrowth literature. The Solow
Steady State of Capital postulates a particular level of capital stock k* such that if an economy
accrues that level of capital stock, it will tend to stay there. This is referred to as the steady state
of capital (k*). In this steady state scenario, investment rates are equal to depreciation rates. In
other words, any amount of capital lost to depreciation is exactly counterbalanced with saving, so
that net investment is zero. The steady state level of capital solves the equation below:

𝑘*

= 𝑘* (1 − δ) + 𝑠𝐴𝑓(𝑘*).

Equation 1: Steady State Capital Stock k* (Cooper & John, 2012)
In this equation, k* represents the per capita capital stock at the steady state, δ represents the
physical depreciation rate of capital, s represents the savings rate, A represents technology, and
f(k) is the production function. In the Solow Model, if two countries have the same production
function f(k) and share the same technology A, both countries will eventually converge to
acquire the same level of capital stock per worker k* (Cooper & John, 2012).
This investment strategy geared towards public goods and green industries is similar to
the investment strategy delineated in the green growth section. The major difference, however, is
that the emphasis on public investment in a degrowth economy accepts the decline in net
business investment and output as a natural result of degrowth.
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B. The Labor Market
Any major structural change to the economy, like the one proposed by degrowth
economists, will inevitably have impacts on the labor force, especially when the structural
change in question is directly related to economic growth. While there is nothing in the
neoclassical model of the economy suggesting that no growth (or reductions in growth) is
inherently at odds with a full employment and economic stability (Kallis et al., 2018), evidence
tends to depict that lower rates of economic growth lead to fewer jobs available in the labor
market.
In the short run, the only way to effectively stabilize the unemployment rate (which, by
extension, stabilizes quality of life) is to spread available work hours across more individuals,
effectively reducing work hours, but keeping employment rates consistent. This strategy would
allow the necessary work to be done without compromising the wellbeing of those who would be
unemployed under the typical labor structure (fewer individuals working full time versus many
working part time). With automation and machines accounting for progressively larger portions
of the production process, this is a strategy that has the potential to provide those who want to
work with jobs while maintaining the necessary levels of production output to survive. Of
course, the decline in total earnings per worker caused by the decline in total individual work
hours would need to be made up for by state welfare support, reducing out of pocket costs for
basic needs like healthcare, food, and education (see subsection discussing investment into the
public sector).
In the long run, a total reimagination of the labor force would need to occur. This would
likely be executed both by intentional changes in the labor market and natural effects of an
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increasingly environmentally focused nation. The post-degrowth steady state, as we saw
previously, seeks an equilibrium between population growth and output growth. Coupling these
two measures would likely incite major transformations in how we think about “work.” In the
status quo growth economy, a job is a job is a job. All jobs are considered good if they promote
GDP growth. In the degrowth economy, it is not environmentally or socially efficient to promote
jobs in industries that contribute little to societal wellbeing, like military spending and research,
marketing and advertising (to an excessive level, that is), forest clearing, whale oil distilleries,
administrative positions that contribute to nothing at all save the bloated bureaucratic process...
As I mentioned in the section titled Discussing GDP, Simon Kuznets, the very founder of the
measure of GDP, believed that any economic activity that did not contribute to human wellbeing
in a meaningful way should not be included in the measure. Instead, a quality over quantity
analysis of the job market would likely weed out jobs and production processes that do more
societal harm than good, taking into account consumer benefits and environmental costs (among
other factors). This would effectively cut the fat, to put it plainly, from the job market, leaving
behind only the necessary occupations to support human life and environmental health. Even in
growth economies, jobs that tend to survive in times of recession, labeled ‘recession-proof jobs,’
are the ones that contribute the most to society (agricultural workers, healthcare workers,
teachers, etc.) Less essential positions, like printing services or vacation planning jobs, tend to
bear the brunt of recession-induced job loss (Autenrieth, 2021).
This quality over quantity analysis of the degrowth job market would of course require a
major cultural transformation, particularly in countries like Japan and the United States who
idolize work culture above nearly all else. Instead of “living to work,” devoting one’s life to
maximizing wealth and profits by letting all of one’s time be consumed by work, our world
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would need to “work to live.” By optimizing the workforce and matching work-ready individuals
with socially and environmentally beneficial careers, the typical employment difficulties faced in
the growth economy could be averted.

C. Consumption
The post-degrowth steady state is, as mentioned earlier, a ‘lowered’ steady state. If our
economic growth rates and output levels are currently at unsustainable levels, as is the case in the
United States, then having a steady state with no economic growth at current production levels
would have little to no effect on environmental preservation. As such, the idea of the lowered
steady state is to observe a period of reduced output and economic growth (degrowth), after
which our economy would settle at a steady state equilibrium, taking into account population
growth rates and needs as well as environmental ones. As such, reducing consumption is an
imperative.
While this may spark alarm for some, this is not necessarily a bad thing, especially for the
United States, which finds itself currently in a dire state of overconsumption. According to
researchers at Washington State University, the average American consumes the same amount of
energy as: 2 Japanese, 6 Mexicans, 13 Chinese, 31 Indians, 128 Bangladeshis, 307 Tanzanians,
and 370 Ethiopians (Washington State University, 2008). This trend of drastic overconsumption
persists beyond the energy industry, too. From a non-energy, material goods perspective, the US
is also dramatically overcompensating. Environmental researchers find that, while North
Americans and Western Europeans account for a mere 12% of the world’s population, these two
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demographics account for 60% of total private consumption across the globe (Heal The Planet,
2021).
There is clearly ample room for Americans (and Western Europeans alike) to reduce their
levels of consumption. However, this will be impossible to accomplish without dismantling the
consumerist culture. This cultural aspect rose to prominence over the course of the 20th century.
In the 1920’s, after the end of the First World War and the Great Depression, US production was
booming at more than 12 times the intensity than just 60 years prior. Meanwhile, the population
had only increased threefold. Kerryn Higgs explains that, “in these circumstances, there was a
social choice to be made” (Higgs, 2021). Americans could have transitioned to a “steady-state
economy capable of meeting the basic needs of all,” an entirely feasible economic improvement,
according to classical economist John Mill, that would have allowed work hours to be reduced
and free up workers’ time for family and community bonding. American businesses were
obviously not in favor of this choice, and so the second option was chosen: the growth economy
fueled by a pervasive culture of consumerism (Higgs, 2021).
Americans’ current, persisting culture of consumerism is quite shocking, especially when
put in numbers. Below, using data from the National Center of Educational Statistics as well as
the prominent business data platform Statista, I have charted the gross number of Public Schools
(educational levels ranging from elementary to secondary) against the gross number of Shopping
Malls in 2017.
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Figure 11: Total Number of Public Schools versus Shopping Malls in 2017
According to the data I compiled in the chart above, there were approximately 98,469 public
schools (containing levels from elementary through secondary schools) in 2017. Meanwhile,
there were approximately 116,000 shopping malls in this same year.
To accomplish the necessary cultural shift away from consumerism, a culture of
environmentalism, conscious consumerism, and community must be fostered. A part of this shift
is likely to occur naturally through the change in consumer incentives associated with a degrowth
economy. If work hours are shared in the degrowth system, consumers are likely to have
relatively less disposable income available to spend on consumption goods and are thus inspired
to invest their money in only necessary consumption goods that are sturdy enough to last. This
would also de-prioritize the toxic individualist “every man for himself” mindset and encourage
sharing across the community. Other ways this could be accomplished from a policy standpoint
is through the taxation of certain single-use products (specifically those that can be more

Tomlinson 49

sustainably and cheaply made (per-item in the long run) as reusables, like plastic water bottles),
hiking taxes on fast fashion brands, and taxing for environmental costs. Overall, our country
must invest in a culture of owning a few high-quality items over owning a great deal of
low-quality items.

D. Property
The regulation of property is another factor that would be strongly affected by the
transition to degrowth. Degrowth economist Pascal van Griethuysen emphasizes the necessity of
considering property in the discussion of degrowth economies in his paper “Bona diagnosis,
bona curatio: How property economics clarifies the degrowth debate” (Van Griethuysen, 2012).
He makes the important distinction between the two concepts of “possession” and “property.” He
sees the regulation of possession as the specific set of rules defining “the rights and correlated
duties towards the material use and yields of resources” (Van Griethuysen, 2012) or, in other
words, defining “who, in what manner, at what time and place, to what extent, and by exclusion
of whom may physically use goods and resources” (Van Griethuysen, 2012). The concept of
possession, according to van Griethuysen, is fundamentally rooted to the physical, material uses
for goods and services. Property, on the other hand, is rooted in the formal, immaterial economic
earning potential for the proprietor: “the capacity for the proprietor to enter into credit relations”
(Van Griethuysen, 2012). Formal property titles afford their holders (the proprietors) exclusive
rights over resources in the long-term, whether tangible or intangible. These resources are
considered valuable largely because they are exclusive against non-proprietors. Property, the
author argues, has two primary effects. First, it solidifies power for a dominant elite – the owners
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of property – who exert material control over their resources to their own benefit. Second, it
operates as a means for the expansion, accumulation, and concentration of power via the process
of capitalisation (Van Griethuysen, 2012).
The problem with our conventional understanding of property is that, via the process of
its capitalization, property creates an imperative for growth through a continuous vicious cycle of
accumulation. Any instrument or resource that has the potential to provide economic value is
immediately thrust into the regime of exclusive ownership, commodification, appropriation, and
capitalisation. As more resources are appropriated into this system, the fundamental basis for
capitalisation grows, causing proprietors to seek even more ways of expanding their individual
economic power through further acts of appropriation and capitalisation. (Van Griethuysen,
2012)
The accumulation, commodification, and capitalisation of property are therefore
fundamentally at odds with degrowth, because of their capacities for continuous self-expansion.
To effectively break the property/growth cycle, Van Griethusen advocates for eco-socio legal
regulations on property that constrain property title holders from participating in capitalisation.
Allocating more property rights to the (necessarily democratic) state, who can then grant usage
rights to environmentally-oriented organizations, communities, and NGO’s, is another method of
eliminating the imperative for growth entailed by the conventional private property regime.
Instead of a fully private property regime, or a fully state property regime, degrowth is an
opportunity for economies to participate in resource co-management, where the management of
resources is shared by a variety of actors acting in the interests of the public and the
environment. These actors can include public authority figures, private actors, local
communities, NGO’s, and more.

Tomlinson 51

International Applications: the Quasi Steady State
One of the difficulties for this strategy of degrowth is that economies across the globe are
extremely varied in size, wealth, and level of overall development. The economic strategy
prescribed by degrowth economists must therefore not be the same across all countries. Richer,
more developed economies in the North who have already achieved high (and unsustainable)
levels of growth would need to resort to degrowth. This would allow further economic growth in
the relatively poorer South, while maintaining a sustainable level of output on the global scale.
This process of promoting economic growth in poorer Southern countries and degrowing richer
Northern countries is illustrated below, in a graph published by economist Christian Kerschner in
the Journal of Cleaner Production:

Figure 12: Balancing an equitable quasi steady-state world economy (Kerschner, 2010)
The world economy would therefore be in what Kerschner labels a “quasi” steady state, because
different countries with different levels of wealth would be moving in different directions,
economically speaking. As stated previously in this paper, the end goal of degrowth is not, of
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course, the degrowth economy itself. Moreover, degrowth can be thought of as a “path” via
which our global economy can reach an equitable steady state equilibrium. (Kerschner, 2010)

National Wellbeing under degrowth and the Lowered Steady State
Beyond the issue of degrowth economic theory, one of the most pressing questions in
discussions of degrowth economics is, of course, whether or not it is possible to sustain a decent
standard of living without orienting economic policies around the constant growth of output and
throughput. The authors of the article “Research on degrowth” suggest that yes, this is indeed
possible.
Substantive evidence indicates that prosperity does not depend on high levels of
production and consumption. Kubiszewski et al. (56) find that the Genuine Progress
Indicator, an indicator that includes environmental and social costs alongside output,
peaked in 1978, despite subsequent global growth. A similar indicator, the Index of
Sustainable Economic Welfare, has stayed at the same levels in the United States since
1950, despite a threefold growth of GDP (57) (Kallis et al, 2018).
This is important to consider because the ultimate, overarching goal of economic policy in any
developed democratic country should be to maximize the wellbeing of its citizens. The equitable
distribution and access to resources is equally, if not more, important than the mere measure of
the quantity of said resources. This is the very ideology behind degrowth: adjusting output
according to environmental factors and population need and not according to maximized profits.
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Comparison and Analysis
For green growth to be a justifiable alternative to the economic status quo, a process of
decoupling economic growth from environmental degradation would need to occur. The question
of decoupling is one of the most fundamental concepts in environmental economics, because it
implies the possibility for a self-sufficient economy to survive alongside a thriving ecological
environment. Two variables are said to be ‘coupled’ “if one is driven by the other, making them
evolve in proportion (...) and they decouple when they cease to do so” (Parrique et al., 2019). As
I stated in the section “Imperative for Change,” it is clear that there is a coincident relationship
between environmental deterioration and economic growth… or, in other words, a coupling.
Many mainstream free market economists tend to have faith in the combined potential of free
market efficiency and technological advances to decouple economic growth and environmental
impact. Under green growth, the decoupling of the two variables would either need to be
absolute (complete decoupling) or relative (reducing the impact that one variable has on the
other).
As previously stated, many green growth policies largely seek to mitigate environmental
degradation to the highest possible extent, while also promoting economic growth. This is not the
same as a full decoupling, but a partial decoupling that lowered carbon emissions to an
appropriate level could (in theory) be effective. Nearly all of the policy proposals I illustrated
from the Green New Deal had to do with relative decoupling of economic activity from resource
use and environmental pressures. For example, the investment in green production processes that
generate output with lower carbon footprints is a strategy that would effectively reduce the
relative environmental impact for each additional unit of economic growth. Many businesses are
already embracing sustainability efforts and green production processes. However, there is no

Tomlinson 54

evidence to support the claim that a decoupling of the magnitude that would be required to
effectively mitigate climate change is occurring.
What’s more, the Green New Deal (which would have effectively turned green growth
into a regulated, nationwide system) has been proposed to the United States Congress multiple
times. Not once has it been accepted through both the House of Representatives and the Senate.
The Green New Deal proposal I relied so heavily on in my green growth section (due to its
recency and relevance to the subject matter) was proposed in 2019, but failed to pass the Senate.
The bill failed on a 57-0 vote, with all Republican members and four Democrat members voting
against the bill while the remaining 43 Democrats simply opted to vote ‘Present’ (Grandoni &
Sonmez, 2019). While progressives continue to advocate for the passage of this piece of
legislation, the probability of this is slim due to the current Republican majority in the Senate
(Ballotpedia). I attribute this failure to two potential reasons: the inefficacy of the current
American political system and the top-down nature of the proposal.
The current political system in the United States is far from efficient. John Adams, one of
the original founders of our current political system who served as the second-ever president of
the United States of America from 1797 to 1801, preemptively warned against the “political
evil” of the two party system. In a 1780 letter to Jonathan Jackson, Adams wrote: “There is
nothing which I dread so much as a division of the republic into two great parties… This, in my
humble apprehension, is to be dreaded as the greatest political evil under our Constitution”
(King, 2020). The level of extreme partisanship in America today is completely asinine and
extraordinarily cumbersome when it comes to policy action. In the case of the Green New Deal,
hostile party dynamics prevented not only a complete vote from being carried out (the 43
democrats who refused to vote allegedly did so to “avoid an intra party fight on the issue”
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(Grandoni & Sonmez, 2019) but also prevented meaningful discussion on the matter. A system
that pressures nearly half of available representatives to conceal their true beliefs on a policy
issue due to the hostility of the party dynamics is not an efficient system.
According to a 2018 report published by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), the global carbon budget is estimated to be at approximately 580 GtCO2, a budget that is
currently being spent at the rapid speed of 42 GTCO2 annually. This leaves the world less than
15 years at current carbon emission rates. To reach the net zero anthropogenic carbon emissions
by the strict 2040 deadline, which would limit global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius, we would
need to reduce our current emissions by at least 5% per year on a global scale. Chen et al 2018
present data analyzing economic and environmental trends from 30 OECD countries between
2001 and 2015. Over that period of 14 years, global carbon emissions went down by only 3.8%
(Chen et al 2018), signifying a meager 0.28% decrease per year, which is far below the required
5% annual decrease prescribed by the IPCC. Meanwhile, GDP increased by over 70% over this
same period (Parrique et al., 2019). This goes to show that, despite global efforts (particularly in
Northern countries) to adopt greener, environmentally-conscious policies, the resulting decrease
in carbon emissions has not been anywhere near low enough to confidently support further green
growth initiatives as the sole response to climate change. According to this data, many of these
initiatives in larger developed countries have shown to be largely fruitless, as the decoupling of
the two variables remains minimal. If the green growth strategy is not adequately efficient in
reducing greenhouse gas emissions and the political system it operates within is a highly
incapable one, then a more radical solution is required.
The solution in question? The degrowth economy. degrowth is vastly more unorthodox
and radical than green growth but, as the adage goes: desperate times call for desperate
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measures. I argue that degrowth is the only long-term path forward that can effectively mitigate
climate change to the prescribed levels. The defining difference between green growth and
degrowth is, of course, the steady state. Without reaching a sustainable steady-state equilibrium,
global economic activity will likely never reach the necessary point to cease toxic anthropogenic
effects on the environment due to the inherent contradicting forces of free-market capitalism that
work against environmental progress.
Contrary to green growth, the degrowth strategy cannot operate under capitalism. Most
degrowth economists agree that capitalism as we understand it today is inconsistent with
environmental progress. The paper titled “Heterodox Political Economy and the degrowth
Perspective” by economist Kent Klitgaard of Wells College outlines this inconsistency quite
clearly:
As the fundamental principles of the metabolic rift show, this change is essentially
impossible without also transforming the structures of globalized monopoly finance
capitalism and neoliberal governance structure. If capitalism must grow and the
biophysical world will not allow growth, then capitalism cannot be the instrument for
achieving sustainability (Klitgaard 2013).
Klitgaard negates the possibility of achieving a sustainable economic equilibrium under
capitalism due to the imperative for growth implied by the statement that “capitalism must
grow,” but that ecological restrictions cannot support this kind of growth without sacrificing
environmental health. As such, an anti-capitalist route seems the more viable option. Because of
this, it is important to reflect on how degrowth accommodates democratic politics.
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Many advocates for degrowth (or alternative economic systems deviating from growth
that are not necessarily degrowth-oriented) are very optimistic about the role of democracy in
heterodox political structures. In India, Ashish Kothari – founder of Indian environmental group
Kalpavriksh – emphasizes the potential of local grassroots projects exercising what he calls
“radical ecological democracy” (Kothari, 2014). Kothari urges prominent Indian economic
thinkers to escape the growth paradigm and consider an alternative pathway of radical ecological
democracy, which has the capacity to respect the limited ecological capacity of our environment
and the rights of other species while still pursuing important core values like social justice and
equity:
With its strong democratic and egalitarian impulse, it seeks to empower every person to
be a part of decision-making, and its holistic vision of human well-being encompasses
physical, material, socio-cultural, intellectual, and spiritual dimensions. Rather than the
state and the corporation, this emerging framework [...] puts collectives and communities
at the center of governance and the economy (Kothari, 2014).
According to Kothari, elements of this radical ecological democracy are already present in some
grassroots Indian organizations. For example, the central Indian indigenous Gond community of
the village Mendha-Lekha composes a gram sabha (assembly of all residents) who meet
regularly to discuss political issues affecting the community and make decisions by consensus.
Any decision concerning land or resource usage within the territorial jurisdiction of the gram
sabha can only occur with consent from the assembly. Subsidiary bodies are set up to provide
education and information to guide assembly decisions, like abhyas gats (study circles). What’s
more, aside from regular assembly meetings, any individual villager can call for an assembly
meeting if an urgent matter arises (Kothari, 2014).
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A democratic degrowth is most promising in a system of radical democratic democracy
emphasizing community power and decisions, rather than a conventional capitalist or socialist
state. Kothari correctly notes that neither capitalistic nor state-centered economies have been
historically efficient at ceding power to the grassroots and responding to local governance. These
states have been shown to result in power concentration near the top at the expense of
communities. Instead, a new imagination of democracy is needed: one that mobilizes grassroots
community forces for meaningful ecological and social change.
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Conclusion (The Way Forward)
I advocate for green growth in developing countries and degrowth for developed
countries, with the ultimate goal of creating a global steady state that manages to leverage
population growth, survival and wellness needs, and environmental capacity. After a close
analysis of the two economic strategies, I argue that the latter method of degrowing into an
ecologically sustainable steady state is the most effective way forward; that is, if our collective
goal is to effectively minimize the drastic repercussions of climate change in the coming years.
The ecologically sustainable steady state should operate under a radical democratic system that
incorporates needs and decisions from the community at a grassroots level – a system some
ecological economists and thinkers refer to as radical ecological democracy.
It is important to note, however, that the degrowth strategy of combating climate change
leaves space for green growth policies, but only when it comes to developing countries that must
grow to a sustainable level. This is due to the fact that not all economies must shrink in order to
achieve sustainable equilibrium. As I discussed in the degrowth section: developed countries like
the United States that have surpassed the environmentally-conscious steady state equilibrium
must degrow to reach equilibrium, while developing countries that have not yet reached this
growth point must grow to reach equilibrium.
Politically speaking, this economic method is likely to be a ‘hard sell.’ No single policy
bill or politician will be able to forcibly impose a degrowth economy onto our citizens. For this
strategy to work, the change must come from the bottom-up, rather than the top-down. In other
words, it is important that the common citizen here and abroad has access to education,
particularly when it comes to climate change and economic policy. A system of radical
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ecological democracy that engages the common citizen in the regulation of the environmentally
sustainable steady state is a promising pathway forward in our global struggle to combat the
climate crisis.
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